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“ We accept that diversity 
and understanding the 
richness of our multiple 
identities are fundamental 
to the Commonwealth’s 
principles and approach.”

Extract from Article 4 of the Commonwealth Charter on 
Tolerance, Respect and Understanding 
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What is the 
Commonwealth?

The Commonwealth of Nations is a voluntary 
association of 54 independent countries, largely 
united by a history of British colonialism. Spanning 
Africa, the Americas and the Caribbean, Asia, Europe 
and the Pacific, the Commonwealth has a combined 
population of 2.4 billion people, 60% of whom are 
under the age of 30.

The Commonwealth is governed by the shared values 
found in the Commonwealth Charter, which include 
democracy, human rights, environmental protection 
and sustainable development. The Commonwealth 
was conceived with the idea that countries formerly 
under British administrative rule could come together 
as sovereign equal nations and work together to 
define and achieve shared priorities. Unlike other 
multilateral institutions, the Commonwealth operates 
through a consensus model, where decisions must be 
agreed unanimously by all member states.
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At an event organised by the Royal Commonwealth Society 
through the EJA, the former presidents of Botswana and 
Mozambique, Their Excellencies Festus Mogae and 
Joaquim Chissano, discuss with Commonwealth youth 
champions how discrimination remains a critical challenge 
to ending the HIV/AIDS epidemic.



There are at least 19 countries in the 
Commonwealth where forced marriages frequently 
occur due to customary laws and practices.

34 Commonwealth countries criminalise 
consensual same-sex acts; in two of these the 
death penalty remains on the statute books in 
specific regions.

There are more than 30 Commonwealth 
countries that do not guarantee men and women 
equal pay in the workplace. 

Even where these laws are not 
enforced, they continue to reinforce 
prejudicial attitudes, fail to protect 
individuals from harm or violence, 
or leave them unable to access 
vital jobs or services.

Discrimination in 
the Commonwealth

At a glance:

Across the Commonwealth, vestiges of the British Empire’s rule persist in 
laws and social attitudes that negatively impact the lives of women and 
girls and those of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities. 
Examples of these laws include:

 Exemptions in law for rape within marriage

 Colonial ‘sodomy’ or ‘buggery’ laws that criminalise consensual 
same-sex relationships between men, and which have sometimes 
been expanded to include sex between women

 Laws that criminalise abortion

 Religious or customary laws that exempt religious minorities from 
legislation that criminalises child, early or forced marriage

“ I am all too aware that these laws were often 
put in place by my own country. They were 
wrong then, and they are wrong now. As the 
UK’s Prime Minister, I deeply regret both the fact 
that such laws were introduced, and the legacy 
of discrimination, violence and even death that 
persists today.” 

UK Prime Minister Theresa May, speech at the biennial  
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting 2018
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Positive progress in 
the Commonwealth

The Deputy Prime Minister of Samoa, 
HE Fiame Naomi Mata’afa reads the 
Royal Commonwealth Society/EJA 
Report A Fairer Future on advancing 
equality in the Pacific
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However, a shared problem lends itself to shared solutions. Similar 
laws, legal and political systems, and the use of English as a common 
language, present huge opportunities for knowledge-sharing and 
collective work to challenge discrimination in the Commonwealth.

This approach of bringing people together to working collectively 
across the Commonwealth continues to have a huge impact. A growing 
number of Commonwealth countries have made significant progress 
reforming discriminatory laws, thanks to the bold action of governments, 
parliaments and civil society organisations. Examples of this include:

Trinidad & Tobago: Explicitly criminalised rape committed within 
marriage in 2000.

Belize: Introduced wholesale sexual offenses  
legislative reform that decriminalised same-sex acts and modernised a 
range of other laws pertaining to sexual violence. Belize is now in the 
process of introducing anti-discrimination and hate crimes legislation.

Mozambique: Introduced a new Penal Code in 2015 that legalised 
abortion and decriminalised same-sex acts.

Fiji: Introduced a new Constitution in 2013 that guaranteed protection 
for all citizens from discrimination based on many characteristics 
including sex, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity and 
expression.

In an increasingly uncertain world, it’s  
essential that the important integrated work  
of pan-Commonwealth networks continues, to 
ensure the momentum that has been built behind 
the equality movement is maintained.



Members of CYGEN launch 
their #Reform53 – Together 
for Legal Equality campaign 
at the High Commission for 
New Zealand in London

Key partners

A growing number of civil society groups are 
organising at a Commonwealth level to challenge 
discrimination, with a focus on coming together to 
resolve the colonial legacy of discrimination. These 
expert networks include members from almost every 
country of the Commonwealth, whose leadership is 
central to advancing equality.

Launched in 2015, the Commonwealth Youth 
Gender & Equality Network (CYGEN) is a 
youth-led and youth-focused network which actively 
promotes and supports the meaningful inclusion of 
youth voices on issues of equality. Supported by the 
Royal Commonwealth Society, who act as CYGEN’s 
Secretariat, CYGEN’s elected Executive Committee 
and broader membership provide technical advice to 
governments and other actors on how to mainstream 
youth voices into action on gender equality. With 
members from every region of the Commonwealth, 
CYGEN affords young experts the opportunity to 
voice their concerns on gender equality issues that 
not only affect them, but that impact the communities 
in which they live. 

Likewise, The Commonwealth Equality 
Network (TCEN) brings together more than 50 
Commonwealth civil society organisations to 
challenge inequality in the Commonwealth, based on 
sexual orientation, gender identity/expression and 
sex characteristics.
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At an event organised by the Royal Commonwealth 
Society through the EJA, youth leaders from the 
Pacific engage in an intergenerational dialogue 
with parliamentarians on how young people and 
elected officials can work together to reform 
discriminatory laws.

Working to advance equality 
in the Commonwealth:  
our approach

The Royal Commonwealth Society’s goal is a Commonwealth where all 
people – regardless of their sex, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity 
or other status – are treated equally within their communities and before the 
law. We recognise that working to advance equality in the Commonwealth is 
a sensitive and technically complicated mission, which requires a long-term 
commitment and a locally-driven approach. Our commitment is to always:  

 Promote sensitive dialogue – we have pioneered a ‘Commonwealth 
approach’ to building a constructive conversation around equal rights.

 Confront a colonial legacy – we are not afraid to instigate difficult 
conversations that address the injustices of the colonial past and build a 
positive path forward.

 Partner with civil society from the countries in which we 
work – our role is to ensure that local organisations are able to lead the 
conversation on how progress is achieved in their society, as they are the 
experts that understand their own contexts

 Work together collectively – we promote an ‘intersectional’ 
approach. Women’s and LGBT+ rights groups share a common agenda 
that is best advanced through a unified voice.

 Support emerging young leaders – through the Commonwealth 
Youth Gender & Equality Network (CYGEN) we support exceptional youth 
to be the voice of change in their communities and internationally.

 Promote champions – we elevate the voice of Global South leaders 
who have the influence and credibility to change hearts and minds.

 Build knowledge and understanding – we commission well-
presented research, in an easy to understand format, which builds the 
case for change.

 Change the narrative on faith – we strongly believe that religion 
and equality can be allies, not enemies.
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The Equality & Justice Alliance was a consortium of 
international organisations with expertise in advancing 
equality, addressing the structural causes of 
discrimination and violence, and increasing protection 
to enable strong and fair societies for all 
Commonwealth citizens, regardless of gender, sex, 
sexual orientation, or gender identity and expression. 
The members of the Alliance were the Human Dignity 
Trust, Kaleidoscope Trust, Sisters for Change, and the 
Royal Commonwealth Society. The Alliance was 
formed at CHOGM 2018 to support the reform of 
discriminatory laws in the Commonwealth during the 
UK’s Commonwealth Chair-in-Office period 2018-20. 

The Royal Commonwealth Society, on behalf 
of the Equality & Justice Alliance, expresses its 
gratitude to the UK Government who provided 
funding for this booklet in support of the 
commitments made during CHOGM 2018.
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